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Chapter 1

I put my mobile phone on the recharger. I could see that I had a zillion messages, but ignored them all. I was ignoring the phone calls as well. I still couldn’t believe my secret was out, and I knew I couldn’t stay where I was any longer.

There was no way I could face my old friends and work colleagues, not now that they knew the awful truth. Not that I thought it was awful. It was just that it was my secret, and not something that I wanted to share with the whole world.

I still hadn’t figured out how it had gotten out, or if there was only one single person responsible. All I knew was that I couldn’t face going into the University the following Tuesday morning when the semester recommenced, knowing full well that my private life had been plastered around the web for all to see.

I pulled my jacket off and laid it on the couch. By habit, I ran my hand down over my flattish stomach and over my mound. I shook my head; that was what had gotten me into trouble in the first place.

I lay down on the leather couch, breathed in the heady scent of the burning incense I’d chosen, and sighed. It had taken me four years to finally finish my post-graduate course. Only six months ago, I strode across the honored stage and received my PhD from the chancellor of the University, and my title had officially changed from Ms. to Dr.

Not doctor of medicine of course, but I had become Dr. Fiona Francis, and risen to the head lecturer in ancient history.

The familiar silences of the house gave me comfort as I relaxed slightly. The house was more of a haven than a home. It didn’t resemble me at all. There were photographs from holidays spent overseas and of family members scattered across the globe, but no photos that truly depicted who I was.

I remembered when Dr. Jarvis had succumbed to prostate cancer. I attended his funeral and realized then, that although I had worked with him for over ten years, I never knew who he really was. For example, a man—Gerald I think, not that it matters now—got up and talked about their fly-fishing adventures together. Dr. Jarvis even had a fly named after him. I’d had no idea he’d been such an avid traveler, or gone to some of the most interesting pockets of the world.

I wondered then what people would learn about me if I died suddenly, before I had the chance to put things in neat order. There were things I knew I would want hidden forever. Secrets that I would want to take to my grave with me.

I laughed at the thought. Those same things were no longer hidden. Now they were on the super highway passing across computer screens at the university—my sanctuary—and also the computers of friends, family and even complete strangers.

I rolled onto my side and looked around the room. I had newish furniture. Buying furniture was one of my many fetishes.

I grinned and stared at the new red chair that I had only recently purchased. It was perfect in every way. Perfectly shaped, the legs of the chair spread far enough apart to be used as the perfect anchorage points for my ankles when I was in a naughty mood—when I just couldn’t resist any longer and I invited someone around to play, sometimes a friend, but more often a stranger. I had never been one to worry about Stranger Danger, not after joining a friend I had met on the internet who invited me to a secluded car park along with a dozen men. The two of us the perfect meat for those hungry beasts, the event had set me on a path of joyful abandon.

I closed my eyes for a moment—at least that’s all it felt like when the annoyingly shrill doorbell woke me from a lovely naughty dream. Gavin had been there, behind my closed eyes. His leather whip cracked close to my thigh, his leather-gloved hand holding my thighs open while a machine with the biggest-ever cock slid between my legs and fucked my wetness. A room of strangers walked around me, the voyeurs sipping champagne and watching.

With more reluctance than anything else, I stood. I shook my head, and ran my fingers though long silky curls, loving the feel, but hoping it didn’t look like I had just been awakened at two in the afternoon.

On the way to the door, I made a mental note that I would need to have an antique dealer look at the hall table that now displayed five photographs, a photo of each of my siblings.

I looked out the small hole in the door—spyholes, I’ve heard them called—and saw a familiar face. Becky, from the library, stared out into the garden while she waited for me to answer the door.

I nearly didn’t.

I stared at the side of her head and wondered what in the garden had caught her attention. She reached up to push the brass button again. I opened the door first—anything so I didn’t have to hear the shrill of the doorbell.

“Fee, thank god you’re here.” She pushed her way into the house. In one fluid movement, she pulled her jacket off and hung it up on the brass hook in the hallway.

“Hi, Becky, oh, and do come in.” I knew how sarcastic I sounded, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t in the mood to be making excuses for my private and once secret life.

“I intend to. I wasn’t going to stand out there and wait for an invite, because I wasn’t sure I was going to get one.” Beck looked straight into my face.

Becky—Rebecca White—forty-one, slim but not athletic, with an ample bosom and dyed blonde hair. Thankfully, it wasn’t that horrid brassy blonde that looked cheap and nasty; it was perfectly manicured blonde hair, cut into a long bob with a small fringe.

She always wore boots and today was no exception. I eyed them. Black riding boots pulled up over the top of her tight-legged jeans. I grinned at the predictability and then wondered how the boots would look on me with a little short leather skirt and maybe a leather top with strategic cutouts.

“I simply must talk to you, and before you say no—I don’t care—I need to.”

I followed her into my own kitchen where she dumped her rather cumbersome handbag on the kitchen table and produced a bottle of red wine from its confines.

She looked around the kitchen pointedly. “I hope you haven’t packed the glasses yet.”

The truth was, I had started packing, but the evidence of that was farther down the hall in the spare bedroom where I had already piled up some boxes. “No, I haven’t packed the glasses. You’ve heard then?” I asked, wincing. I wasn’t sure I could sit in the same room knowing she had seen me as I had been on the internet.

“Heard? God, who hasn’t?” She must have realized that wasn’t the thing to say and gave me a sheepish look. “Sorry.”

“Don’t worry, Beck; it’s just humiliating. I don’t know how to explain it.”

Beck threw her arms up in the air and laughed, deep and throaty. A laugh I knew well from the many long and boring academic meetings she was famous for interrupting with her smart comments and hearty laugher.

“I don’t care what you do in your private life, or for that matter, in your professional life. As long as you’re a good person and a good friend, and you’re both, who cares what the rest of the world thinks?” Beck dropped into the hot pink and red fabric-covered chair next to the fire.

The pink and red combo had sounded hideous when I had read the description of it in the paper, but something had pushed me to ring the phone number and go and have a look at it. It was so English, and so pretty and feminine, that I couldn’t bear to hide it in a bedroom. So now, it sat right next to the fire, complemented by the red leather chair I’d added. I picked up the glass Beck had poured me and followed her, choosing the big white couch to sit on.

“So it’s true, is it? You’re leaving work?” Beck watched me with a quizzical look on her face.

“I resigned yesterday, by email. I can’t go back in—not now—and face all the academic staff and all the students.” I felt my cheeks redden.

“Come on, you aren’t serious are you? You’re resigning and clearing out without so much as a goodbye or anything?” Beck’s voice was light and breezy, even if her words weren’t.

“I thought it would be easier.” I wished she’d just skull her drink and leave.

“Well, we thought differently.”

We?

And, as if on cue, the front doorbell rang again. I found myself rolling my eyes. “You have to be kidding.” I was not at all happy.

“Come on, Fee, drink up. I’ll get the door.”

I didn’t argue. The front door opened and I heard a familiar singsong voice. “Oh, Beck, you beat us here.”

Janet.

“Does she know what we have planned?” And then a giggle that was Hattie’s made me grin. Professor Henrietta Goldstein, feared by all her students and half the staff, giggled only when in the company of the chosen few allowed into her small office overlooking the lawns and water views.

I didn’t know whether to stand or sit —their sudden appearance caught me halfway between the two.

“Oh, god, don’t get up for us. Sit down, beautiful, and don’t stress; I brought food.” Hattie carried in a big silver tray laden with sandwiches. She looked around.

Before I had a chance to push the coffee table back into the middle of the room, Beck spotted it in the hallway and set it in place.

“Put it there, Hattie.” Beck winked at her.

Hattie, I noticed, wasn’t dressed in her usual austere clothing. Today she was wearing a pretty floral skirt, very full and floor length. Her white cardigan buttoned up across her chest, showing a deep v-shape, lengthening her neck and showing off some of her cleavage. She sat and crossed her legs. I grinned at the delicate sandals and painted toenails, delighted by the sight.
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